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ABSTRACT 



Secure web -based method and system for communicating 
and managing project information are provided. The method 
allows for storing project-related information including 
project documentation in a database. The method further 
provides an interface screen available through a global 
communications network. The interface screen is config- 
urable to identify a plurality of project tasks. The interface 
screen includes a datafield for defining a respective time 
window over which each of the tasks is to be performed by 
at least one project participant. The method allows for 
posting over the global communications network to selected 
project participants the plurality of project tasks. The posted 
plurality of project tasks is linkable to the database to 
retrieve project documentation that requires review by the 
selected project participants. A communicating step allows 
for communicating over the global communications network 
project status data for populating a project status screen 
indicative of the status of respective ones of the plurality of 
tasks. 



Network 
••rvic provldtr 
administrator 22 



Acq mutton •ntrty 12 



a 



Acquisition tergal 10 



WaD server 20 




- Dttsbese management tool 28 



L, 



Pmjtct 

partdpants 18 



10/24/2003, EAST Version: 1,4.1 



Patent Application Publication Oct. 11, 2001 Sheet 1 of 7 US 2001/0028364 Al 



Figure 1 




Scenner 24 



□ 



Network 
service provider 
administrator 22 



- n 



Acquisition witty 12 



- a 



Acquisition target 10 



HTTP / SSL 



HTTP/ SSL - 



HTTP / SSL 



_ Communication 
" system 8 



- Web server 20 



Web Server 




- Database 26 



Database 



Frst 

- database 
section 30 



Second 
- database 
section 32 



Database management tool 28 



Project 

participants 18 



10/24/2003, EAST Version: 1.4.1 



Patent Application Publication Oct. 11, 2001 Sheet 2 of 7 US 2001/0028364 Al 



Figure 2 

i Web server 20 



Usage module 52 




Multimedia module 78 










Distribution module 50 






Notarization module 70 










User authorization 
module 56 






Interface module 76 










Link module 58 






Encryption module 54 










E-mail module 64 






Frequently Asked Questions 
(FAQ) module 72 










Issue module 66 






Amendment module 62 










Due diligence 
desk module 60 






Network service 
company module 74 










Format conversion 
module 68 





10/24/2003, EAST Version: 1.4.1 



Patent Application Publication Oct. 11, 2001 Sheet 3 of 7 



US 2001/0028364 Al 



Figure 3 



Virtual-network viewer 
or browser 80 



Transaction information 




Project information module 92 


module 82 










Authorized editor module 66 






External users module 94 










Authorized reader module 88 






Sign-on modulo 84 










Multimedia viewer modulo 90 











10/24/2003, EAST Version: 1.4.1 



Patent Application Publication Oct. 11, 2001 Sheet 4 of 7 US 2001/0028364 Al 




10/24/2003, EAST Version: 1.4.1 



Patent Application Publication Oct. 11, 2001 Sheet 5 of 7 US 2001/0028364 Al 

I Web pag# 200 Figilfe 5 




10/24/2003, EAST Version: 1.4.1 



Patent Application Publication Oct 11, 2001 Sheet 6 of 7 US 2001/0028364 Al 




10/24/2003, EAST Version: 1.4.1 



Patent Application Publication Oct. 11, 2001 Sheet 7 of 7 US 2001/0028364 Al 




10/24/2003, EAST Version: 1.4.1 



US 2001/0028364 Al 



1 



Oct. 11,2001 



COMPUTERIZED METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR 
COMMUNICATING AND MANAGING 
INFORMATION USED IN TASK-ORIENTED 
PROJECTS 

[0001] This application claims the benefit of the filing date 
of provisional patent application, U.S. Ser. No. 60/182,796 
filed Feb. 15, 2000. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0002] The present invention is generally related to a 
process and system for enabling electronic transmission, 
reception and management of information over a global 
communication network, such as the Internet. More particu- 
larly, the invention is related to a method and system for 
distributing electronic documents generally including sen- 
sitive information to selected users, to a method and system 
for communicating to such users tasks that need to be 
executed in connection with a project, and to a method and 
system for tracking and managing execution of such tasks. 

[0003] People and businesses have become aware of the 
potential of the "Internet", sometimes referred to as a 
"global communications network", a digital communica- 
tions network which connects computers all over the world. 
Unfortunately, security on the Internet remains imperfect, 
particularly since one of the Internet's design goals — an 
ability to route communications around damage to any 
node — makes it difficult to know or control the path by 
which any particular message will travel to reach its 
intended recipient, and who else will have access to it along 
the way. 

[0004] Network software known as "groupware," such as 
"Lotus Notes," running on a computer network within a 
company (a "private network" or "Intranet"), permits indi- 
viduals who have access to that particular network to work 
together efficiently by sharing documents, and editorial 
revisions to shared documents such as document updates, 
"redlined" revised drafts, and comments, as well as e-mail to 
create conference room collegiality and efficiency among 
employees actually separated in time and/or space without 
the security risks associated with the global network. 

[0005] However, there is still no entirely satisfactory way 
for people at different companies or other entities to have the 
benefits of private network security, particularly for ad hoc 
alliances, i.e., different sets of entities coming together to 
function as one mega or meta entity, for the duration of some 
particular project. In such a case, the time and expense of 
actually wiring a network between two or more companies 
or other entities and agreeing on one common software 
package or standard presents a barrier to conventional 
network solutions. Simply using the Internet remains imper- 
fectly secure for transmission of confidential information 
without some pre-arranged encryption and current methods 
for pre-arranging secure encryption processes have been 
cumbersome and unproductive. 

[0006] Thus, there is a yet-unsolved problem of permitting 
different groups of companies or other entities to commu- 
nicate securely over a global network for different projects, 
to quickly and inexpensively obtain the benefits of secure 
groupware in connection with each project, and to be able to 
add and drop entities without difficulty with respect to any 
particular project. 



[0007] Relatively complex and fast-moving projects, such 
as due diligence projects, may involve coordination among 
various groups of entities or participants, often with diverg- 
ing perspective and goals. As will be readily understood by 
those skilled in the art, one main purpose of any due 
diligence process in the context of merger and acquisition 
(M & A) transactions is to establish a thorough understand- 
ing of the M & A targets prior to the closing of the 
transaction. Typically, a vast amount of information needs to 
be reviewed, and analyzed by advisors, such as legal coun- 
sel, engineering consultants, accountants, insurance carriers, 
human resources consultants, etc. In some instances, some 
advisors may be in-house advisors as employees of a given 
entity and thus constitute an internal team. However, the 
advisors in many instances may be independently associated 
with external entities such as law firms or major accounting 
firms and thus a team of advisors may be comprised of either 
external teams or combinations of the above. Heretofore, 
due diligence documentation may have been prepared in the 
form of confidential paper documents or stored in compact- 
disk read-only memories ("CD ROMs") forwarded by non- 
electronic delivery, such as Federal Express, to the recipi- 
ents. After reviewing the information, an acquiring entity, 
generally in consultation with legal counsel, accountants, 
and other advisors of its own, may notify the target of its 
willingness or unwillingness to move forward in connection 
with a given transaction. Often, the acquiring entity may 
request additional information or clarification from the tar- 
get. Negotiations may then occur between the acquiring 
entity and the target generating more documentation prior to 
closing. Heretofore, such communications between the 
acquiring entity and the target may have been carried out by 
meetings, mail, telephone or telefacsimile. 

[0008] Although some forms of paperless communication 
systems have been provided for concurrently interconnect- 
ing, on a project-by-project basis, members of a plurality of 
groups of parties. Some of those systems may have inter- 
faces not readily conducive for secure Internet communica- 
tion. Other systems may lack the ability to systematically 
post and track execution of tasks that need to be performed 
during the project. Yet other systems do not have the 
capability of actively notifying a user as to whether a 
document is available to be retrieved by that user over a 
global data communications network and/or whether a task 
assigned to that user is approaching a critical deadline. Thus, 
it would be desirable to provide a system and techniques 
which enables secure document transmission between users 
over a global communication network and which is not 
subject to the foregoing drawbacks. It would be further 
desirable to provide a system and techniques that would 
facilitate archival of the information collected in the project 
so that other users that may be involved in other subsequent 
projects, such as the integration team involved in the post M 
& A transaction, may gain the benefit of the historical 
information accumulated during the due diligence process. 

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0009] Generally, the present invention fulfills the forego- 
ing needs by providing a method and system for securely 
communicating and managing project information among 
multiple project participants. More particularly, the inven- 
tion includes a database located at a secure data storage 
facility and a computer program operable at such facility for 
enabling reception, storage and transmission of securely 
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encrypted documents with access to the documents being 
enabled through a global computer network using conven- 
tional network browser software having encryption capabil- 
ity. For example, Microsoft Corporation Internet Explorer 
4.0 having 128-bit encryption capability can be used to 
access the data storage facility. Any project participant can 
download a document to which he/she has access, make 
modifications as desired using conventional word processors 
and upload modified documents with comments to the 
storage facility. However, original documents at the facility 
may only be modified by selected persons having authori- 
zation to edit such originals. The invention may also provide 
read-only capability to selected project participants and 
preclude upload capability by other selected users. If 
desired, the invention may provide active notification to 
intended document reviewers of the presence of a document 
at the secure storage facility for review. 
[0010] In one aspect thereof, the present invention pro- 
vides a method for communicating and managing project 
information. The method allows for storing project-related 
information including project documentation in a database. 
The method further provides an interface screen available 
through a global communications network. The interface 
screen is configurable to identify a plurality of project tasks. 
The interface screen includes a datafield for defining a 
respective time window over which each of said tasks is to 
be performed by at least one project participant. The method 
allows for posting over the global communications network 
to selected project participants the plurality of project tasks. 
The posted plurality of project tasks is linkable to the 
database to retrieve project documentation that requires 
review by the selected project participants. A communicat- 
ing step allows for communicating over the global commu- 
nications network project status data for populating a project 
status screen indicative of the status of respective ones of the 
plurality of tasks. 

[0011] In another aspect thereof, the present invention 
allows for providing a system for communicating and man- 
aging project information. The system comprises a database 
configured to store project-related information including 
project documentation. The system further comprises an 
interface screen available through a global communications 
network. The interface screen is configurable to identify a 
plurality of project tasks. The interface screen includes a 
datafield for defining a respective time window over which 
each of said tasks is to be performed by at least one project 
participant. A posting module is configured to post over the 
global communications network to selected project partici- 
pants the plurality of project tasks. The posted plurality of 
project tasks is linkable to the database to retrieve project 
documentation that requires review by said selected project 
participants. Aproject status screen is indicative of the status 
of respective ones of the plurality of tasks. The project status 
screen is responsive to project status data communicated 
over the global communications by respective project par- 
ticipants. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
[0012] FIG. 1 is a block diagram showing one exemplary 
embodiment of a communication system in accordance with 
one aspect of the present invention; 

[0013] FIG. 2 is a block diagram showing exemplary 
operational modules of a web server that may be used by the 
communication system shown in FIG. 1; 



[0014] FIG. 3 is a block diagram showing exemplary 
operational modules that may be available to users autho- 
rized to access the web server of FIG. 1; and 

[0015] FIGS. 4-7 respectively show exemplary interface 
screens for communicating data among the various users of 
the communication system. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
INVENTION 

Background Terminology 

[0016] Network Service Provider: A Network Service Pro- 
vider is an entity which provides a hosted environment for 
one or more database(s) located at a secure data storage 
facility and for a computer program operable at such facility 
for enabling reception, storage and transmission of securely 
encrypted documents with access to the documents being 
enabled through a global computer network using conven- 
tional network browser software having encryption capabil- 
ity. 

[0017] Project Participant: A Project Participant is anyone 
that is involved in the project. They may create new docu- 
ments, access documents in an electronic document vault, 
update the status of tasks, create and respond to issues, and 
otherwise interact with the system of the present invention, 
generally referred to as Acquisition Trustee™ system. 

[0018] Project Manager: The Project Manager takes over- 
all responsibility for the project and owns the development 
of project tasks and task allocation. Project Managers may 
perform all of the interactions performed by other Project 
Participants, but they may also work in conjunction with the 
Network Service Provider administrator on project startup to 
allocate initial tasks and leverage historical information that 
the Network Service Provider may have archived from 
previously performed similar projects. They create new 
documents, access documents in the document vault, update 
the status of tasks, create and respond to issues, and other- 
wise interact with the system. 

[0019] Network Service Provider Administrator: The Net- 
work Service Provider administrator is responsible for set- 
ting up the system for a client and ensuring that the system 
is robust and fully functional. The administrator is also 
responsible for performing regular security audits of data- 
bases to ensure that confidentiality and security rules are 
successfully obeyed. 

[0020] As suggested above, the present invention can be 
used for many types of communications between different 
parties that are associating for a temporary transaction or 
project, but as competitors or for other reasons, are not 
suitable for a permanent communication network (LAN or 
WAN) as might be used for a single government agency or 
single corporation. Projects involving financial or M & A 
transactions are particularly suitable, although not necessar- 
ily the only sort of project appropriate, for the method of the 
instant invention. 

[0021] Other transactions that may benefit from the tech- 
niques of the invention include but are not limited to: 

[0022] loan syndication 

[0023] bond underwriting 
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[0024] equity underwriting 

[0025] high yield debt placement 

[0026] private placement asset/corporate financing 

[0027] mortgage finance 

[0028] municipal finance 

[0029] asset-backed finance 

[0030] primary insurance 

[0031] reinsurance 

[0032] post acquisition integration 

[0033] divestiture deals 

[0034] projects dealing with regulatory approval of 
products and/or services 

[0035] For purposes of illustration and not of limitation, 
one exemplary embodiment of the present invention will be 
described below in the context of a due diligence project. In 
this example, a network service provider (not to be confused 
with an internet service provider or ISP), provides a central 
node for each virtual network in a collection of virtual 
networks corresponding to a plurality of different projects or 
transactions. The network service provider advantageously 
can provide a suitable level of security with respect to each 
of the shared transactions, among companies that in some 
instances may be vigorous competitors, with numerous 
confidential documents that the companies do not want 
uncontrollably shared among other members of the M & A 
project group or accessible by outsiders generally. While use 
of a separate network service provider, such as the assignee 
of the present invention, is specifically contemplated, alter- 
natives within the scope of the instant invention are clearly 
possible, such as the acquiring entity, or the target providing 
the central node of virtual networks, and thus constituting 
the network service provider for one or more transactions. 

[0036] Some embodiments of the system, particularly in 
the context of M & A transactions, provide fast and easy 
access for entities that provide M & A services. Those 
entities can simply pay a monthly subscription fee to the 
network service provider for each location, each deal, or 
each person accessing the network service provider's net- 
work. Users can access the service via a communications 
link provided by a private network provider or a public 
Internet access provider such as AOL or Time Warner Cable. 

[0037] In one exemplary embodiment, the system pro- 
vides a fully provisioned, turnkey service for users, e.g., 
financial firms, accounting firms, investment firms or other 
underwriting institutions. Once the financial or other under- 
writing institution has established an account with the ser- 
vice provider, documents in electronic form can be uploaded 
to the secure site maintained by the service provider. Within 
a relatively short period of time, the documents are acces- 
sible via an Internet connection to the network service 
provider. A variety of collaborative communications options 
can be chosen by the underwriting institution including 
e-mail, video broadcasting, video conferencing, and "white 
boarding" to augment interactive access to the documents. 

[0038] Any entity or financial institution can be connected 
to any other entity via a "virtual link" that is established only 
for a limited time, such as the pre-closing period or post- 



closing period. These entities are authorized by the network 
service company and the target to access project information 
by way of the network service provider service. Individuals 
within the acquiring entity and other external organizations 
are issued passwords or other access codes which give them 
access only to those documentation that are approved for 
their review. The term "virtual link" is used to connote a 
system in which the user has essentially direct access using 
a password or other codes but which can be readily termi- 
nated by canceling the access codes. 

[0039] In one aspect of the invention, the network service 
provider provides a secure virtual network (or "intranet") for 
the entities that support the secure electronic dissemination 
of confidential information documents, memoranda and 
related information and associated communications. As sug- 
gested above and illustrated in FIG. 1, the network service 
provider may provide a web-based computer communica- 
tion system 8 for communicating and managing project- 
related information, such as may be used for closing a 
business deal involving multiple unrelated business organi- 
zations. By way of example, communication system 8 can 
provide a virtual network connection among an acquisition 
target 10, an acquisition entity 12, and respective groups of 
advisors 14 (only one shown) respectively selected by the 
acquisition entity and/or the target for each of a plurality of 
projects. Communications between entity 10 and target 12 
may include various personnel such as their respective legal 
counsel team, financial advisors, and other advisors includ- 
ing external advisors relative to the acquisition entity and 
target. The foregoing communications among such diverse 
personnel may be in connection with implementation of the 
tasks for a respective due diligence project and, in accor- 
dance with the techniques of the present invention, may be 
carried out securely over the virtual network associated with 
the respective due diligence project. 

[0040] Once the project documentation has been collected, 
it can be controllably distributed or disseminated electroni- 
cally via a web server 20 loaded with suitable server 
software and protected from outside attack through a suit- 
able firewall 21. Web server 20 is configured to permit 
distribution of the information over the virtual network to 
the users. A network service provider administrator 22 or 
project participant 18 using the system interacts with the 
system to load documents into a database 26 as self- 
contained document files (if necessary, either the adminis- 
trator 22 or a project participant 18 using the system may 
scan any such paper documents using a suitable scanner 24). 
Administrator 22 or project participant 18 scans and verifies 
each document, and enters basic indexing information about 
each respective document into the system, such as document 
title, document folder, project identifier and/or other com- 
ments, etc. The person posting the document generally 
decides who gets access to that document and may add or 
change indexing information for the document. After the 
person posting the document has indicated who should 
receive access, the document will be instantly available to 
any authorized project participants 18. 

[0041] FIG. 2 shows further exemplary features in con- 
nection with the server software which may be readily 
incorporated in web server 20, For example, a distribution 
module 50 allows web server 20 to electronically distribute 
the project documentation as well as secure communications 
among the project participants to enable them to perform the 
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project efficiently. As suggested above, a usage module 52 
may be provided in web server 20 to monitor the usage of 
each virtual network to permit client entities in a given 
virtual network to be billed for the virtual network service 
used in connection with projects of that client. Communi- 
cation system 8 can set up and manage a plurality of separate 
virtual networks concurrently, with each such virtual net- 
work handling a different project. 

[0042] Communication system 8 (FIG. 1) through web 
server 20 can offer a high level of security for all documents 
and information by employing, as needed, a private com- 
munication network, such as the "IBM Global Network** 
("IGN"), AT&T or MCI, or other providers of substantially 
secure Internet connections, and by means of security and 
encryption technologies developed for intranets such as may 
be readily incorporated in an encryption module 54. It will 
be appreciated that the present invention need not be limited 
to a private communications network since the Internet 
could be used in lieu of the private network in situations 
where, for example, security considerations may not be as 
critical as the timeliness of the communication, as may occur 
if the private network is temporarily disabled. Additionally, 
web server 20 provides highly secure access control by way 
of a user authorization module 56 which allows only autho- 
rized personnel to access individual memoranda and related 
documents and communications through an interface mod- 
ule 76. 

[0043] Web server 20 can give each entity the ability to 
electronically link or be interconnected via link module 58 
with any number of external entities into a virtual network 
that may be established only for the time a project is active. 
Documents may be formatted in any document format. In 
one exemplary embodiment, documents may be formatted in 
Portable Document Format (PDF), such as may be readily 
implemented with a commercially available document 
exchange programs, such as Adobe Acrobat program. Other 
formats could be optionally accommodated using a suitable 
format conversion module 68. A multimedia module 78 may 
also be used to process any data to be sent over the virtual 
network suitable for presentation to participants in forms 
other than text such as audio, still or moving images, and the 
like. Further, a notarization module 70 may be provided so 
that authorized participants have the ability to electronically 
certify any electronic document that may need such certifi- 
cation. In one exemplary embodiment, notarization module 
70 may incorporate electronic signature technology, such as 
that owned and developed by Bell Labs and made commer- 
cially available through their sales organization. Thus, the 
investors and external users may readily verify the authen- 
ticity of the alleged source of a given documents and 
attachments, if any. Further, such users may verify that the 
document contents have not been changed without authori- 
zation. As suggested above, a Frequently Asked Questions 
(FAQs) module 72, may conveniently allow authorized 
users to electronically create, post, and edit an electronic 
board containing FAQs in connection with a particular 
transaction. It will be appreciated that although the contents 
of a FAQ electronic board may contain some generic ques- 
tions applicable to each transaction, in general the contents 
of such board may vary considerably based on the specific 
transaction being handled. A network service company 
module 74 may conveniently be used to display various data 
in connection with the network service company such as 



additional services that may be available by the network 
service company to the users. 

[0044] As shown in FIG. 3, a virtual-network viewer or 
browser 80 may conveniendy provide the participants with 
an easy-to-use graphical interface to project information 
memoranda and other particularly confidential information 
on the network service company's virtual- network service. 
The virtual-network service provides identification of ser- 
vices of the network service company available over the 
virtual network as well as a variety of options for accessing 
and retrieving project information. 

[0045] The virtual-network viewer includes a transaction 
identification module 82 that, for example, enables a par- 
ticipant to quickly find and access information with respect 
to those projects for which the acquiring entity has been 
authorized access by the appropriate targets. The virtual- 
network viewer can automatically provide any suitable 
connection to the user, such as a dial-up connection, to the 
virtual-network service through sign-on module 84. The 
viewer can also prompt the user to input one or more 
passwords or identifications which should be recognized by 
either an authorized editor module 86 or an authorized 
reader module 88 in order to access information on a 
database 26 (FIG. 1). 

[0046] In one exemplary embodiment, sign-on module 84 
may be configured to securely communicate and manage 
project information for a plurality of distinct projects 
through a global communications network. As suggested 
above, some of such projects may be sponsored by unrelated 
entities. A storing step allows the storing of project-related 
information for each of the plurality of distinct projects in a 
database. The project -related information may include 
project documentation. The data may further store a unique 
"sign-on" authentication credential to allow a project par- 
ticipant to access via a single "sign-on" action each distinct 
project to which that project participant has been approved. 
For example, upon verification of the authentication creden- 
tial, the system may provide an interface screen available 
through the global communications network. The interface 
screen is configurable to identify a plurality of project tasks 
for each of said distinct projects to which the project 
participant has been approved. 

[0047] The virtual-network viewer may also include a 
multimedia viewer module 90 configured to, for example, 
provide: viewing of interactive multimedia or mixed media 
memoranda through suitable decoders, such as audio decod- 
ers, Joint Photographic Experts Group (JPEG) still image 
decoders, and Moving Pictures Experts Group (MPEG) 
moving image decoders. The virtual-network viewer also 
supports various collaborative communications options such 
as e-mail, video conferencing and white boarding which are 
enabled for a given M & A transaction pursuant to instruc- 
tions from any appropriate entity. Of course, the range of 
multimedia capability and the collaborative communications 
options will vary depending on the various groupware 
modules available to the end user. Depending of the level of 
authorization of a respective participant, and as will be 
described in greater detail below, a project information 
module 92 may conveniently allow that participant to 
quickly retrieve or post a vast amount of information for a 
given project. Similarly, an external user module 94 may 
respectively inform the participants of the external advisors 
involved in a given project. 
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[0048] It will be appreciated that the participants may 
conveniently use commercially available Internet software 
browser utilities such as the "Netscape Navigator" or 
"Microsoft Internet Explorer" to access the virtual-network 
service, since the virtual-network viewer is presently 
designed for compatibility with such Internet browsers. By 
way of example, a plug-in and secure socket layer ("SSL") 
can be provided by communication system 8 for additional 
security. 

[0049] As will be appreciated by those skilled in the art, 
the browser software and plug- ins in the user computers may 
conveniently provide the following functions: 

[0050] Access 

[0051] X Access to the virtual-network-service host site 
through the subscribers existing Internet connection and 
Internet browser software, or through a suitable client soft- 
ware, such as "Lotus Notes" client software; 

[0052] X Automated response to security and password 
inquiries; 

[0053] Activation 

[0054] X Prompt the user at a subscriber client to enter a 
password and any other input required for verification, such 
as a digital signature or key encryption codes; 

[0055] X Automatically send the password and other 
information to the virtual-network-service host site; 

[0056] X Log the user into the virtual-network-service 
host site and the relevant authorized databases once verifi- 
cation of the password is successfully completed; 

[0057] Security 

[0058] X Provide access security for Internet browser 
clients using advanced security procedures; 

[0059] X Provide transmission security for Internet 
browser clients including encryption/decoding of transmit- 
ted files; 

[0060] X Require frequent subscription renewal to restrict 
subscriber access to short intervals such as monthly inter- 
vals; 

[0061] Viewing 

[0062] X For Internet browser clients, permit viewing of 
Standard Generalized Markup Language (SGML) pages, 
such as Hyper Text Markup Language (HTML) or Xenten- 
sible Markup Language (XML) pages and play back of 
multimedia elements; 

[0063] X Permit viewing of virtual-network-service com- 
pany coded, multimedia loan information memoranda and 
related information by authorized users only; 

[0064] X Permit viewing of related documents and files 
such as e-mail Messages and attachments, and v-mail com- 
munications by authorized users only; 

[0065] Communications 

[0066] X Transmit and receive e-mail for public forums 
and for private communications among designated partici- 
pants; 



[0067] X Receive and play back video-mail communica- 
tions; 

[0068] X Enable participation in two-way, real-time col- 
laborative communications such as video conferencing and 
white boarding regardless of client software being used. 

[0069] Depending on a variety of factors, some partici- 
pants or some projects may require different communication 
bandwidths in order to access the virtual-network service 
and to download information with acceptable latency for 
their own unique needs. The network service company can 
consult with a participant to help that participant determine 
the best possible communications options for its particular 
needs, taking into account the participant's existing com- 
munications capabilities, connections to private communi- 
cation networks and other factors. 

[0070] A wide range of communication-link services and 
options are presently available to businesses. Many of these 
services are available almost ubiquitously throughout the 
United States. The communication link services generally 
vary in cost depending on bandwidth, distance between 
nodes, traffic, and other factors. Some common types of 
communication links today are: 

[0071] modem, with a maximum bandwidth of 56.6 
Kbps or so, 

[0072] Integrated Services Digital Network (ISDN), 
with maximum bandwidths of 64 Kbps and 128 
Kbps, 

[0073] T-l, with a maximum bandwidth of 1.544 
Mbps or so, 

[0074] Asynchronous Digital Subscriber Line, with a 

maximum bandwidth of up to 1.5 Mbps or so, 
[0075] Cable Modem, with a maximum bandwidth 
exceeding 30 Mbps, 
[0076] Future improvements in high-speed communica- 
tion links and modems can be expected to further improve 
performance of the present invention. 

[0077] ISDN and T-l connections are substantially dedi- 
cated communication links and would enable the partici- 
pants to link directly to communication system 8 for a 
relatively moderate monthly fee. Conversely, the link could 
be provided via dial-up communications utilizing the public 
switched telephone network (PSTN) at lower monthly fees. 
It will be appreciated, however, that the communications 
speed over the public switched telephone network would be 
slower relative to the ISDN and T-l connections, especially 
for multimedia information. There are other high-bandwidth 
links available as well from a variety of carriers and Internet 
access providers. 

[0078] As suggested above, a private communication net- 
work such as the "IBM Global Network" can also provide 
participants with additional security and with fast access to 
the virtual-network service. As will be appreciated by those 
skilled in the art, computer communication system 8 con- 
veniendy establishes an intranet or extranet when using such 
private communication network, as indicated generally in 
FIG. 1. Such an intranet or extranet can have the look-and- 
feel of the Internet, without compromising the security of the 
information exchanged or distributed therethrough. Thus, 
while participants can have the option of accessing the 
virtual-network service of the network service company via 
their existing communications links and/or Internet access, 
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they can also elect to have local access provided by the 
private communication network. Those companies that may 
not want to use their existing communications lines for 
access to the network service company or those companies 
that do not currently have access to the Internet or sufficient 
bandwidth to handle the virtual-network service in addition 
to their normal Internet access can utilize the services of the 
private communication network for access to the network 
service company intranet. 

[0079] As suggested above, many companies access the 
Internet either through dial-up or dedicated communications 
lines. The virtual network is effectively an intranet or 
extranet, so anyone accessing the Internet can quickly 
become a user of the virtual-network service using his or her 
existing skills, software, and Internet access provider. How- 
ever, in contrast to the public accessibility of the Internet, 
end users must have a subscription to the virtual-network 
service, and/or have a valid password assigned by their 
company for access to the service. 

[0080] As will be appreciated by those skilled in the art, 
participants will want to ensure that their employees who 
have been authorized to use the virtual-network service are 
able to access the service and to view and download infor- 
mation quickly. Although most of the information that can 
be accessed and downloaded may be text data, there are a 
variety of factors that may impact the speed with which 
users can retrieve the information they want. 

[0081] For the convenience of the end users, some seg- 
ments of the project memoranda offered through the virtual- 
network service may be designed as interactive multimedia 
documents that will include video, graphics, audio and other 
multimedia elements. Multimedia communications provide 
the end user with a wide variety of information in addition 
to that provided by a standard text memorandum. However, 
multimedia information can be substantially taxing on a 
communications virtual network, A participating entity 
should take this into consideration as it is assessing its 
communications requirements. 

[0082] Participating entities may be able to choose from a 
variety of collaborative communications options that enable 
them to communicate with external entities via a virtual 
network of the network service company. The collaborative 
communications options let a participating entity to take 
advantage of the flexibility of the virtual networks estab- 
lished by the network service company to speed and 
improve communications among the entities on the network. 

[0083] Collaborative communications can be supported on 
virtual networks of the network service company, notwith- 
standing that participating entities may vary in their ability 
to support the various communications options depending 
on their communications capability and particular interfaces 
to the virtual -network service. 

[0084] By way of example, in the context of a due 
diligence process and returning to FIG. 2, a due diligence 
desk of a participating entity, i.e., one or more individuals 
authorized to be responsible for the management of any 
given due diligence process, is able to broadcast and/or post 
project task processed by a due diligence desk module 60 to 
other participants. Further, amendment data processed by an 
amendment module 62 may be used to effectively make 
changes to information memoranda. The amendment action 



can be then conveniently announced via e-mail using E-mail 
module 64 for providing designated participants with up-to- 
the-minute project information about a due diligence 
project. Amendments or messages can be appended to the 
information memorandum at the host site of the network 
service company where they can ordinarily be viewed by 
anyone accessing the virtual-network service who is autho- 
rized to access the financial information memorandum. 
E-mail messages or amendments can also be downloaded for 
printing or for attachment to local documents associated 
with the memorandum. Similarly, comment or other issue 
data in connection with a due diligence project may be 
processed through an issue module 66 for appropriate dis- 
tribution to authorized users. 

[0085] Posting of such messages or amendments can now 
be securely done through the communications system with- 
out having to expend substantial resources, such as paper for 
hard copies or the relatively large staff that would be 
required to generate and track such hard copies. Participat- 
ing entities can send video clips to advisors and to organize 
video conferencing sessions. It will be understood however 
that sufficient bandwidth must be available at participating 
entities to support real time, full duplex video transmission 
in order for a video conferencing session to occur. A lead 
entity can set up connections with associated entities for 
white boarding and for real time collaborative annotation of 
documents. 

[0086] As shown in FIG. 1, a database management tool 
28 using software techniques well known to those skilled in 
the art, allows for electronically coupling web server 20 to 
database 26 made up of a first database section 30 where the 
project-related data may be conveniently stored. Database 
26 is further made up of a second database section 32 for 
storing user demographic data. For example, in addition to 
the authorized project managers, participant access to first 
database section 30 could be selectively controlled or cat- 
egorized into distinct types, e.g., Editor and Reader. 

[0087] As can be seen, the system provides a secure site 
for placing documents and messages to be transmitted over 
the secure virtual network and allows authorized users to 
read or edit messages according to their level of authoriza- 
tion. Any documents that are edited are immediately avail- 
able on the system so that other persons involved in a 
particular deal or project scenario has access to the edited or 
modified documents immediately without having to wait for 
delivery of hard copies of these documents via a courier 
service. In addition, the system may provide tracking of each 
document to allow the participants to see who has had access 
to the messages and documents and who has modified or 
edited any of the documents. 

[0088] FIG. 4 shows an exemplary web page 100 includ- 
ing a plurality of clickable icons, e.g., icons 101-106 rep- 
resentative of functionality provided by the system. Web 
page 100 further includes a user navigator window 108 
including a plurality of clickable hyperlinks 110. Icon 101 
provides access to an on-line "Document Vault" that allows 
for providing immediate access to the latest draft of docu- 
mentation, memoranda, etc., to participants regardless of 
their physical location across the world. It will be appreci- 
ated that such documentation may be now be readily avail- 
able after completion of the project to subsequent users. For 
example, contracts, leases, transaction analysis, etc., and 
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other documentation that previously would be typically 
deposited in inaccessible three-ring binders can now become 
available at the click of a mouse. It will be appreciated that 
this capability facilitates subsequent projects. For example, 
it would accelerate the integration process, subsequent to the 
closing. It will be appreciated that no software needs to be 
distributed to access this information. As suggested above, 
all that is required is a proper security clearance and 
browser. 

[0089] Icon 102 provides access to a user or participant 
directory that conveniently lists basic user demographic 
information, their role in the project, and their rights to 
access components of the system. It will be appreciated that 
because numerous participants may be involved in a trans- 
action, in the absence of this functionality, it would be 
difficult for all participants to keep track of the contact 
information of other participants. Using manual systems that 
aren't shared, each participant would need to ensure that 
they individually keep track of the contact information of 
other participants. Even if the contact information were to be 
centrally tracked by an administrator, the information still 
would need to be distributed somehow whether through a 
fax or through e-mail. By way of comparison, the Acquisi- 
tion Trustee system maintains an on-line user directory that 
is accessible to all project participants. As suggested above, 
the system maintains information about each participant 
including basic demographics like name and address, email, 
fax, and phone, as well as system access rights. In one 
exemplary embodiment, users are now able to update their 
demographic information, but will not be able to change 
their access rights. The Network Service Provider Manager 
and the Project Manager have the capability to change user 
access rights and to remove or add users. 

[0090] Icon 103 provides access to a "Project Task Man- 
ager" that ensures that no important details fall through the 
cracks and allows for capturing best practices for use on 
future similar projects by helping to "automatically" codify 
tasks needed for performing a successful project. The Acqui- 
sition Trustee system is configurable to manage tasks, task 
allocation, and task status among the participants in the 
project. As suggested above, during a typical due diligence 
process, many different people are involved from numerous 
different constituencies including the acquiring company, 
the acquired company, lawyers, accountants, due diligence 
advisors, etc. With the involvement of multiple participants 
that may also have other concurrent business responsibili- 
ties, it's important to track and manage tasks to ensure that 
the due diligence process is conducted expediently. Previ- 
ously task tracking and management was performed manu- 
ally with paper-based systems and project status meetings. 
This is insufficient because it makes it difficult to get a 
picture of the current state of the overall project effort, and 
because it doesn't provide any pro -active task tracking and 
management without manual intervention. 

[0091] By way of comparison, the Task Project Manager 
of the present invention has the capability to define and 
allocate tasks among the project participants. By way of 
example, the initial setup of the project, the participants are 
assisted by the Network Service Provider administrator. This 
administrator may assist the Project Manager by providing 
a list of standardized Due Diligence questions that will be 
assigned as tasks to Due Diligence participants. The Project 
Manager may also input tasks that are not part of the 



standard list of questions. It will be appreciated that in one 
of the advantageous features of the present invention, the 
standardized questions may be updated and/or supple- 
mented, as the system archives historical data for similar 
types of projects. That is, the system may facilitate adjusting 
the plurality of tasks for new similar projects in view of 
expert analysis performed on the historical project issue data 
since one could learn from issues having developed during 
past performance of similar projects. In one exemplary 
embodiment, the expert analysis may be performed by one 
or more experts in a particular field. It is contemplated, 
however, that such expert analysis could be computerized 
using a suitable artificial intelligence tool. 

[0092] To ensure that tasks are actively tracked and are 
completed within specified timeframes, the system is con- 
figurable to output warning and overdue notifications to 
participants. For each task, the Project Manager may define 
warning and overdue parameters that include who should be 
notified for each task and how far in advance a warning 
message should be sent. If the Project Manager wants to 
review the status of tasks that are allocated, that manager has 
the ability to view the list of tasks in the system with the 
current task status. As suggested above, icon 103 provides 
access to project participants to view their respective list of 
tasks in the system. They can view the details of a particular 
task and update the task status as they complete tasks or run 
into roadblocks that may affect task completion. The Project 
Manager can view all of the allocated tasks with status, and 
can re-allocate tasks as necessary to ensure the prompt and 
successful completion of the process. 

[0093] FIG. 5 illustrates an exemplary Web page 200 that 
may be provided for inputting task data into the "Project 
Task Manager". As suggested above, web page 200 includes 
a datafield 202 for identifying the task. A task menu 204 may 
be used for classifying the task into a respective group of 
related tasks. A datafield 206 allows for providing detailed 
information in connection with each respective task. 
Datafields 208 and 210 are respectively provided for iden- 
tifying a time window during which the time window should 
be performed. Datafield 212 allows for identifying the 
assignee of the task. Datafield 214 allows for assigning a 
criticality level to the task, e.g., critical, normal, deal stop- 
per, etc., Datafield 216 allows for assigning a respective task 
status, such as not started, in process, completed, etc. 
Datafield 220 allows for posting comments in connection 
with a task. A clickable edit icon 222 allows for editing task 
data in connection with a task being performed, such as 
whether the criticality level of the task has changed, or the 
time window has changed, or new team members have been 
added, etc. An attachment selector 224 allows for attaching 
any appropriate documents for a respective task. Notifica- 
tion selectors 226 allows for selectively notifying one or 
more project participants via E-mail or any other commu- 
nication means of the most recent task entry. A datafield 228 
allows for displaying edit history in connection with a task. 
View selectors 232 allow for assigning viewing rights for the 
task to selected project participants. Edit selectors 234 allow 
for assigning editing rights for the task to selected project 
participants. 

[0094] Icon 104 (FIG. 4) provides access to a Web page 
configured to provide a participant a snapshot of their 
respective status including various types of interaction with 
the system. For any individual project participant, in the past 
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has been difficult to keep track of everything that's going on. 
For people that have responsibility for part of the project as 
well as responsibility to conduct their day-to-day jobs at the 
same time, it can be particularly difficult to ensure that 
nothing is overlooked. 

[0095] By way of comparison, the Acquisition Trustee 
system presents the user with a single, tightly integrated 
status Web page that shows the user everything that such 
user is involved within the system. An exemplary imple- 
mentation of the status screen could incorporate a snapshot 
including new documents that have been posted, overdue 
tasks and tasks due this week, responses to issues in the 
discussion forum, people that have recently been added to 
the due diligence team, and upcoming meetings or telecon- 
ferences for the week. 

[0096] Icon 105 provides access to a web page that 
enables on-line, not necessarily real-time, discussions 
regarding issues that may develop during the project. Often 
projects may encounter issues that if not appropriately 
addressed may affect the viability of the project. Previously, 
people discussed these issues by sending e-mails or leaving 
voicemails with other participants in the process. Conse- 
quently, information about issues that arise is scattered 
among multiple people in multiple places. Prior to the 
present invention, it is believed that there were no com- 
monly accessible forum to tracks issues, issue status, and 
issue resolution information. This was problematic because 
important issues, which could result in significant future 
legal liability, may have been unintentionally overlooked, or 
input may not be received from the appropriate project 
participants.' 

[0097] By way of comparison, the present invention 
enables project participants to have an on-line forum that 
allows them to post issues or respond to issues posted by 
other participants. The system will include the capability to 
restrict certain issues so that only a subset of the participants 
will be able to view and respond to an issue. Issues may also 
be based on documents in the document vault, tasks, or on 
any other element in the system. Issues will also include an 
issue status that indicates whether the issue is open or 
closed. 

[0098] FIG. 6 illustrates an exemplary Web page 300 that 
may be provided for inputting task data into the "Discussion 
Issue" module. As suggested above, web page 300 includes 
a datafield 302 for identifying the discussion issue. A dis- 
cussion issue menu 304 may be used for classifying the 
discussion issue into a respective group of related discussion 
issues. A datafield 305 allows for displaying the originator of 
the discussion issue. A datafield 306 allows for providing 
detailed information in connection with each respective task. 
An attachment selector 308 allows for attaching any appro- 
priate documents for a respective discussion issue. Notifi- 
cation selectors 310 allows for selectively notifying one or 
more project participants via E-mail or any other commu- 
nication means of the most recent issue discussion entry. A 
datafield 312 allows for displaying edit history in connection 
with a task. View selectors 314 allow for assigning viewing 
rights for the discussion entry to selected project partici- 
pants. 

[0099] Icon 106 (FIG. 4) provides access to a shared 
project calendar that allows participants to plan meetings, 
teleconferences, or other events that will take place. Typi- 



cally, as the project advances, people will schedule events 
such as meetings or conference calls. The meetings may 
require the participation of multiple people involved in the 
project effort. Without a shared calendar that aggregates 
information about upcoming events, it would be difficult to 
ensure that all participants will know about scheduled 
events. 

[0100] The Acquisition Trustee system allows for main- 
taining a shared calendar that allows every participant to see 
the current schedule for project-related events. In one exem- 
plary embodiment, any project participant is able to post a 
new event and indicate who is requested to attend the event 
and who should be allowed to view information about the 
event. Participants can also cancel or change events as 
necessary. People requested to attend will be notified of new 
events and changed or deleted events. FIG. 7 illustrates an 
exemplary Web page 400 that may be provided for inputting 
task data into the "Project Calendar" module. 

[0101] It will be appreciated that the level of information 
posted on the various Web pages, e.g., Web pages 100, 200, 
300 and 400, displayable by the system, may comprise a 
variable level of detail to reflect a desired level of informa- 
tion to be communicated to any selected project participant. 
For example, for a given project it may be desirable that 
certain detailed-project status.information be posted only to 
a selected subset project participants, as opposed to the full 
set of project participants. Similarly, in some instances it 
may be desirable not to post every calendar entry or project 
issue to every project participant. Thus, while the system of 
the present invention provides a versatile tool for commu- 
nicating and managing a vast amount of project information, 
it will be appreciated that such information may be com- 
municated in multiple levels of detail to the various project 
participants. 

[0102] As shown in FIG. 4, the hyperlink labeled "HELP" 
allows users to get on-line context-sensitive help when they 
require assistance while using the system. As users interact 
with the Acquisition Trustee, they may not understand how 
to accomplish certain tasks and they may run in to functional 
problems. From any screen in the Acquisition Trustee sys- 
tem, the user will have the ability to request help. When they 
request help, they will be brought to a screen that will allow 
them to view help details given their current context in the 
application. 

[0103] In operation, it is believed that the Acquisition 
Trustee system of the present invention allows for system- 
atically integrating most or all of the following functions: 

[0104] Provide a project status overview that gives a 
user a snapshot of the project as it applies to them 
and their role in the process 

[0105] Provide a mechanism to group participants 
into work teams and match the teams to information 
that they can access 

[0106] Allow individuals to be grouped into multiple 
work teams 

[0107] Provide a searchable document database 
where electronic documents can be entered by per- 
sonnel of the Network Service Provider and retrieved 
by authorized project participants 
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[0108] Provide a shared discussion forum where 
project participants can raise and respond to project 
issues 

[0109] Provide the capability to have private discus- 
sions or discussion topics that are only available to a 
user-specified group of people 

[0110] Provide notifications when people make 
responses to your issues 

[0111] Provide an on-line directory of project partici- 
pants including standard demographics, their posi- 
tion on the team as a project manager or basic 
contributors, and their access to different systems 
areas, such as scanned documents, but not task 
administration 

[0112] Provide a secure, restricted access area where 
project participants can collaborate on a parts of a 
recommendation document for the acquisition 

[0113] Provide the ability for a project manager to 
create, assign, and reassign tasks to project partici- 
pants 

[0114] Provide a repository of standard task tem- 
plates grouped by industry and by function 

[0115] Allow the project manager to select from a 
standardized list of questions to create and assign 
tasks to individuals on the project team 

[0116] Provide the capability for a user to see a list of 
their tasks with the task description, status, and due 
date 

[0117] Provide the capability for users to edit their 
tasks and indicate status changes and to attach sup- 
porting materials 

[0118] Provide the capability for a user to print a full 
list of their current tasks with details 

[0119] Provide the project manager with an interface 
that allows them to see all of the tasks and current 
task status 

[0120] Provide notifications that let people know 
when tasks are about to become overdue 

[0121] Provide notifications that let people know 
when a task is overdue, and include provisions for 
escalations of the notifications to the project manager 
or other people 

[0122] Allow the discussion to be linked to scanned 
documents, electronic documents, or task assign- 
ments 

[0123] Allow faxed documents to be incorporated 
into the document repository 

[0124] Include on-line help that assists the user to 
understand how the system should be properly used 

[0125] As documents are revised, allow document 
revisions to be stored by the system, e.g., provide an 
audit trail that tracks changes to tasks, documents, 
issues 



[0126] Provide information that helps people to com- 
plete their tasks, including steps for each task and 
links to information from due diligence manuals or 
resources 

[0127] Provide robust security and user log-ins 

[0128] Allow users to view a calendar that lists 
events such as meetings or teleconferences that have 
been scheduled for due diligence participants 

[0129] Provide a due diligence repository of task 
templates storing standard customer checklists and 
prior due diligence checklists to allow customers to 
reuse tasks from previous similar projects 

[0130] The present invention can be embodied in the form 
of computer- implemented processes and apparatus for prac- 
ticing those processes. The present invention can also be 
embodied in the form of computer program code including 
computer-readable instructions embodied in tangible media, 
such as floppy diskettes, CD-ROMs, hard drives, or any 
other computer-readable storage medium, wherein, when the 
computer program code is loaded into and executed by a 
computer, the computer becomes an apparatus for practicing 
the invention. When implemented on a computer, the com- 
puter program code segments configure the computer to 
create specific logic circuits or processing modules. 

[0131] It will be understood that the specific embodiment 
of the invention shown and described herein is exemplary 
only. Numerous variations, changes, substitutions and 
equivalents will now occur to those skilled in the art without 
departing from the spirit and scope of the present invention. 
Accordingly, it is intended that all subject matter described 
herein and shown in the accompanying drawings be 
regarded as illustrative only and not in a limiting sense and 
that the scope of the invention be solely determined by the 
appended claims. 

1. A method for communicating and managing project 
information, the method comprising: 

storing project-related information including project 
documentation in a database; 

providing an interface screen available through a global 
communications network, the interface screen being 
configurable to identify a plurality of project tasks, said 
interface screen including a datafield for defining a 
respective time window over which each of said tasks 
is to be performed by at least one project participant; 

posting over the global communications network to 
selectable project participants respective ones of said 
plurality of project tasks, the posted plurality of project 
tasks linkable to said database to retrieve project docu- 
mentation that requires review by any selected project 
participants; and 

communicating over the global communications network 
project status data for populating a project status screen 
indicative of the status of respective ones of said 
plurality of tasks. 

2. The method of claim 1 further comprising posting over 
the global communications network said project status 
screen to any selected project participants. 
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3. The method of claim 2 wherein the posting of said 
project status screen comprises a variable level of detail to 
reflect a desired level of project status information to be 
communicated to any selected project participant. 

4. The method of claim 1 wherein the interface screen is 
configured to list tasks individually assigned to a respective 
project participant. 

5. The method of claim 1 further comprising communi- 
cating calendar data to selectable project participants, said 
calendar data used for populating a calendar screen indica- 
tive of scheduled events for performing respective ones of 
said plurality of tasks. 

6. The method of claim 5 farther comprising posting over 
the global communications network said project calendar 
screen to any selected project participants. 

7. The method of claim 2 wherein the posting of said 
project calendar screen comprises a variable level of detail 
to reflect a desired level of project calendar information to 
be communicated to any selected project participant. 

8. The method of claim 1 further comprising communi- 
cating over the global communications network, to select- 
able project participants, project issue data identifying issues 
arising in connection with respective ones of said plurality 
of tasks, said issue data used for populating a project issue 
discussion screen. 

9. The method of claim 8 further comprising posting over 
the global communications network said issue discussion 
screen to any selected project participants. 

10. The method of claim 9 wherein the posting of said 
issue discussion screen comprises a variable level of detail 
to reflect a desired level of project issue information to be 
communicated to any selected project participant. 

11. The method of claim 1 wherein said interface screen 
is further configurable to selectably display a directory of 
project participants including data indicative of contact 
and/or functional information of said project participants. 

12. A method for communicating and managing project 
information, the method comprising: 

storing project-related information including project 
documentation in a database; 

providing an interface screen available through a global 
communications network, the interface screen being 
configurable to identify a plurality of project tasks; 

posting over the global communications network to 
selectable project participants respective ones of said 
plurality of project tasks, the posted plurality of project 
tasks linkable to said database to retrieve project docu- 
mentation that requires review by any selected project 
participants; 

communicating over the global communications network 
project issue data identifying issues arising in connec- 
tion with respective ones of said plurality of tasks, said 
project issue data being used to generate a database of 
historical project issue data for similar projects; and 

adjusting said plurality of project tasks for new similar 
projects in view of expert analysis performed on the 
historical project issue data. 



13. A method for communicating and managing project 
information, the method comprising: 

storing project-related information including project 
documentation in a database; 

providing an interface screen available through a global 
communications network, the interface screen being 
configurable to identify a plurality of project tasks, said 
interface screen including a datafield for defining a 
respective time window over which each of said tasks 
is to be performed by at least one project participant; 

posting over the global communications network to 
selectable project participants respective ones of said 
plurality of project tasks, the posted plurality of project 
tasks linkable to said database to retrieve project docu- 
mentation that requires review by any selected project 
participants; 

communicating over the global communications network 
project status data for populating a project status screen 
indicative of the status of respective ones of said 
plurality of tasks; 

communicating over the global communications network 
project calendar data for populating a calendar screen 
indicative of scheduled events for performing respec- 
tive ones of said plurality of tasks; and 

communicating over the global communications network 
project issue data identifying issues arising in connec- 
tion with respective ones of said plurality of tasks, said 
issue data used for populating a project issue discussion 
screen. 

14. The method of claim 13 further comprising posting 
over the global communications network said project status 
screen to any selected project participants. 

15. The method of claim 14 wherein the posting of said 
project status screen comprises a variable level of detail to 
reflect a desired level of project status information to be 
communicated to any selected project participant. 

16. The method of claim 13 wherein the interface screen 
is configured to list tasks individually assigned to a respec- 
tive project participant. 

17. A method for communicating and managing project 
information, the method comprising: 

storing project-related information including project 
documentation in a database; 

providing an interface screen available through a global 
communications network, the interface screen being 
configurable to identify a plurality of project tasks, said 
interface screen including a datafield for defining a 
respective time window over which each of said tasks 
is to be performed by at least one project participant; 

posting over the global communications network to 
selectable project participants said plurality of project 
tasks, the posted plurality of project tasks linkable to 
said database to retrieve project documentation that 
requires review by any selected project participants; 
and 
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communicating over the global communications network 
project status data for populating a project status screen 
indicative of the status of respective ones of said 
plurality of tasks; 

relating the project status data against the respective time 
window during which each of said project tasks is to be 
performed; and 

automatically generating a warning message to the project 
participant responsible for performing a given task 
when the results of the relating step exceed predefined 
task-completion thresholds relative to the respective 
time window. 

18. A method for securely communicating and managing 
project information for a plurality of distinct projects 
through a global communications network, some of said 
projects sponsored by unrelated entities, the method com- 
prising: 

storing project- re la ted information for each of said plu- 
rality of distinct projects in a database, said project- 
related information including project documentation; 

storing a unique "sign-on" authentication credential to 
allow a project participant to access via a single "sign- 
on" action each distinct project to which that project 
participant has been approved; and 

upon verification of said authentication credential, pro- 
viding an interface screen available through the global 
communications network, the interface screen being 
configurable to identify a plurality of project tasks for 
each of said distinct projects to which the project 
participant has been approved, 

19, A method for communicating and managing project 
information, the method comprising: 

storing project-related information including project 
documentation in a database; 

providing an interface screen available through a global 
communications network, the interface screen being 
configurable to identify a plurality of project tasks; 

communicating over the global communications network 
project status data for populating a project status screen 
indicative of the status of respective ones of said 
plurality of tasks; 

posting over the global communications network said 
project status screen to any selected project partici- 
pants, wherein the posting of said project status screen 
comprises a variable level of detail to reflect a desired 
level of project status information to be communicated 
to any selected project participant; 

communicating over the global communications network 
calendar data to selectable project participants, said 
calendar data used for populating a calendar screen 
indicative of scheduled events for performing respec- 
tive ones of said plurality of tasks; 

posting over the global communications network said 
project calendar screen to any selected project partici- 



pants, wherein the posting of said project calendar 
screen comprises a variable level of detail to reflect a 
desired level of project calendar information to be 
communicated to any selected project participant; 

communicating over the global communications network, 
to selectable project participants, project issue data 
identifying issues arising in connection with respective 
ones of said plurality of tasks, said issue data used for 
populating a project issue discussion screen; and 

posting over the global communications network said 
issue discussion screen to any selected project partici- 
pants, wherein the posting of said issue discussion 
screen comprises a variable level of detail to reflect a 
desired level of project issue information to be com- 
municated to any selected project participant. 

20. A system for communicating and managing project 
information, the system comprising: 

a database configured to store project- related information 
including project documentation; 

an interface screen available through a global communi- 
cations network, the interface screen being config- 
urable to identify a plurality of project tasks, said 
interface screen including a datafield for defining a 
respective time window over which each of said tasks 
is to be performed by at least one project participant; 

a module configured to post over the global communica- 
tions network to selectable project participants said 
plurality of project tasks, the posted plurality of project 
tasks linkable to said database to retrieve project docu- 
mentation that requires review by any selected project 
participants; and 

a project status screen indicative of the status of respec- 
tive ones of said plurality of tasks, said project status 
screen being responsive to project status data commu- 
nicated over the global communications to selectable 
project participants. 

21. A system for communicating aod managing project 
information, the system comprising: 

a database configured to store project- related information 
including project documentation; 

an interface screen available through a global communi- 
cations network, the interface screen being config- 
urable to identify a plurality of project tasks; 

a posting module configured to post over the global 
communications network to selectable project partici- 
pants said plurality of project tasks, the posted plurality 
of project tasks linkable to said database to retrieve 
project documentation that requires review by any 
selected project participants; 

a project issue module configured to communicate over 
the global communications network project issue data 
indicative of issues arising in connection with respec- 
tive ones of said plurality of tasks, said issue data being 
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stored to generate a database of historical project issue 
data for similar projects; and 

a task-adjusting module configured to adjust said plurality 
of project tasks for new similar projects in view of 
expert analysis performed on the historical project issue 
data. 

22. A system for communicating and managing project 
information, the system comprising: 

a database configured to store project -related information 
including project documentation; 

an interface screen available through a global communi- 
cations network, the interface screen being config- 
urable to identify a plurality of project tasks; 

a posting module configured to post over the global 
communications network to selectable project partici- 
pants said plurality of project tasks, the posted plurality 
of project tasks linkable to said database to retrieve 



project documentation that requires review by any 
selected project participants; 

a project status screen indicative of the status of respec- 
tive ones of said plurality of tasks, said project status 
screen being responsive to project status data commu- 
nicated over the global communications to selectable 
project participants; 

a comparator configured to relate the project status data 
against the respective time window during which each 
of said project tasks is to be performed; and 

a warning module configured to automatically generate a 
warning message to the project participant responsible 
for performing a given task when the results of the 
relating step exceed predefined task-completion thresh- 
olds relative to the respective time window. 

***** 
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